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Meditations on the Self
I sit grounded like a hopeless
lady beetle,
a dying sunflower,
on the shaggy carpet.
I, too, have messy insides
sheltered by eggshells,
much like a warm
gummy worm found
in the cracks
of the rusted family sedan,
something from childhood
that you wish to throw away.
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The Unorganized Glossary of Memory
Pumpkin
The start of an anxiety came in an October
as I turned two, forced to face a crowd
of singing strangers and a smiling pumpkin cake.
Cup
It broke her when he threw it at her cheek.
I might’ve been four sitting on that dirty carpet,
beside her while I held the shattered china bones.
Cross
I laid on the floor with the dog as my pillow,
my chin up to the ceiling where I noticed
a holy intersection of faint lines in the patchwork.
Emergency
We were huddled down late when it’s quiet.
The living room light was warm like honey.
Under it was the empty bed, a mess of blankets.
Father
A child will always say that they cannot pick
a favorite parent, as the other is imagined
dead or lost, but once he was mine.
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Werther’s
It was a funeral and I was only five.
Strangers’ faces lined the hard-cushioned seats.
They pressed the hard air out of my
young and vulnerable lungs.
My cousin, my sister, myself
gathered in a dusty corner,
unaware of the drowning about
to drag me under, a force stronger
than a black hole’s gravity.
A man in sorrow-bled black speaks.
We prayed. It was all done.
Mom handed me a Werther’s,
the same ones Gramma Marie always gave me.
The promise of smooth caramel memories
took me in and protected me from all those faces.
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An Absence
The sweet pea smell of the house constantly
obscures my senses when I think of visits
on humid summer days to your strange home.
I used to call you Big Papa, family
blood could still string us together then.
You sold my love and disconnected us.
My dreams now kill you and make me wait
to hear about your body. You take your life
as your father did. I have those feelings too.
My neck can feel as thin as wet tissue
on certain days of the week. I am careful.
I do wonder if you ever loved me too.
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Leesburg, Florida, circa 2007
I.
The poppy-colored tricycles
fill the Florida gated village
and float the folks over concrete
like pontoons in the backyard canal.
The rusted corners of iron skeletons
mirror the arthritic knees and bodies
of the villagers, their morning routines
done before I even consider it day.
II.
Gramma tells me to always wear shoes outside,
even during the blasting light of day,
right before the daily 2 p.m. violet thunder.
Papa Jim killed a cottonmouth once,
and I took my time to pray for it.
How was it to know that its presence
conjured a fear of amputations
and tissue-eating death?
I wasn’t sure how thin squishy rubber
could protect my ankles from
a viper’s already moving fangs.
III.
I snuck a lot of food out
from the kitchen that summer,
ice cream alone with the geckos.
I never knew self-preservation.

5

Guilt was always something
like blood in my veins,
moving slow like sludge.
I didn’t know self-love.
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Quartet
I. Allegro
I feel the veil of smoke
in mom’s car, again.
I wonder how many cigarettes
she wishes she were hiding.
II. Adagietto
Now I draw constellations,
and I don’t remember myself.
III. Largo
I’m holding on to what I can,
and it is almost enough,
but I remember all those secrets.
IV. Rondo
The crunchy skeletons of ants
crush under my fists,
the frustration taking hold.
Their deaths were a relief.
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Last December
Cold bruising snow packed itself steadily
the winter I blocked them out.
One eye persistent on memorizing
the monochromatic surroundings,
ears on recycled gossip.
I cried for my sister after
I cried about my brother.
The memory stagnant
like an overcast sky.
Only when I was high
and drinking chocolate milk
on that retired dusty recliner,
did I realize I was meant
to be alone.
No one else cries
for lost ducks
when winter’s welcomed.
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Vanity
I like to paint my lips red while I sit in front of the mirror, but only
sometimes. Other times I forget that my reflection is there. But when I do
paint my lips red, it makes me forget about what goes on downstairs. I’m in
my own world then.
It’s all a ritual. I turn on my favorite record, a Benny Goodman and
Peggy Lee duo. I sit at my vanity. I try to morph my face with my eyes, try to
see myself as an adult, and try to time travel. All this thinking happens while
I put on my only color of lipstick, which I keep safe in the drawer behind all
of my jewelry. I don’t want to lose it. For every angry thing I hear, I apply
another coat.
By the time I fear I’ve used up all of my lipstick, I stand up. I practice
picking up things in front of the mirror. I need to be as flawless and as graceful as I can. If my hand doesn’t look relaxed, I start over. It can last forever.
Everything must be perfect.
I slip on an old dress. Its skirt hits the floor, and I feel its silkiness
with my toes. My skin almost matches the champagne fabric. It is too big, but
it doesn’t matter because I always feel too small.
I let my hair down. Loose curls hug my shoulders. They bounce when
I walk. I walk back and forth in front of my vanity just to watch them dance.
Then I sit and practice saying things delicately.
“How do you do?”
“Thank you darling.”
“I’m a star too big for Hollywood.”
When I’m sure no one can hear me, I stand up and sing. I sing so I
can feel my lungs and my stomach work. I sing until I feel silly. I sing until I
feel ashamed.
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Catching Ourselves
I lie with Holden in a field of wild wheat and rye.
He sprawls his arms and legs out far and far
and still attached to his body, he breathes.
The grains catch each breath, working to hold up
the dancing panic held by each wisp of air.
I try to touch his hand, to intertwine
our fingers together, an effort in vain.
Instead, I hold my hand to block out
the sun, the people, the motion of it all.
He asks me about my sister and if I saved her
from falling. He knew I couldn’t, it’s impossible
to rescue the innocent from the fire’s fist.
He whispers, we have to save ourselves first.
I know that now, but I should’ve known it then.
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Anti-Ode to **** : Cheater, Father, Grandfather
A man ruins three generations of women,
passing out daddy issues as Christmas gifts,
yet still expecting us to visit
his callused face on Father’s Day.
Would his Catholic school brothers,
the same ones who voted him
“most likely to become a priest,”
be honored to know him now?
He hides so cleverly behind Midwest
working hands trained by Lithuanian fathers.
The iron says he is great as he molds
it into towers. But it does not know
he built a taller city out of the broken
bones of his little girls.
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The Autobiography of a Wilted Girl
I am gray and touched by masculine
fingers which left prints on my heart,
and now I hold a thousand apologies.
My hair draws down my back,
flat and dull, the dirty tangles
hang at the nape of my tired neck.
The insides of my hips have started screaming,
blossoming red and sore, they collapse,
never to hold a child. I feel my muscles
tensing with infertility.
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The Fear of the Unlikely
I could never get used to the smell of the doctor’s office. Each one
could look so different but smell just the same, of hand sanitizer and old
air filters. It never takes me long to earnestly judge the outdated ‘90s decor.
Off-white walls that could be read as blue. And green leather chairs that sat
three in a row with two connected side tables. An already finished puzzle
that hung on the wall as art. Next to it a sign that read: “Please make sure
our office is aware of any insurance or address changes.” This time I flipped
through a single issue of TIME magazine and wondered who would be the
next president. My thoughts were an electric bee, buzzing through my head
to pollinate all the premature thoughts this environment was producing. My
mantra: I finished my paperwork at least twenty minutes ago. Where’s the
nurse?
A nurse eventually came, but my memory never recorded her. She
noted my concerns and symptoms on a slow computer. She probably took
my weight and asked about allergies. The exam room was small and yellow,
reminding me of the warmth of just-dried clothes. I sat in a chair that was
too close to the counter. The space was not efficiently used. As a result, my
long legs felt awkward stretched out, so I tried to compact myself to be as
small as possible in that sterile room. Next to me were so many different
sizes of latex gloves, all in that clinical blue, piled next to the sink. The door
opened and the doctor walked in.
The first thing I noticed were her feet. She wore flat sandals, but
instead of a conservative shoe ready for a day at the suburban family
practice, she wore ones that had silver reflective beads in the shapes of
flowers on the toes. I almost told her that I loved her shoes. They were so
nice to see in a dreary place. They distracted me from the anxiety of being
there. I went to speak, but she interrupted me.
I got interviewed again about my symptoms. And again I had to
explain that my uterus had been dormant for six months. I had a cave inside
my hips, and it was empty of any signs of life. Was I upset that I didn’t have
a period? No. Was I concerned? Yes. She grilled me about the possibility
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of being pregnant, but I assured her that I was positive I wasn’t. I also had
to explain that despite my slim eating habits (although admittedly not the
healthiest) I had been gaining weight at a steady rate that was making me
more depressed every day. I had hair growing on my chin and stomach.
Everything seemed to be getting worse no matter how hard I tried to act
like it was okay. I tried to play off my anxiety through confidence in her
interrogation.
“When did your period stop?” the doctor asked me. She was a nononsense woman who made her questions as harsh as they could be.
“Back in February. So it’s been six months now. I stopped taking
birth control because my prescription ran out. And then it never came back.
I thought everything was okay until about two months later. Then I talked to
my psychiatrist who told me to go to the doctor. So now I’m here to figure
out what’s going on and to get back on the pill.”
“Well, I won’t prescribe birth control here. I don’t believe in it and it
won’t help anything.” Her tone was annoyed and it dug deep under my skin.
It felt like an earwig running up my leg. She continued to talk as I tried to
keep myself from getting mad. Her judgement was thick. I tried to defend
myself by explaining over and over again that it was because of stress and
missing periods. She only replied with, “Well, based on your weight and the
missing periods, I am confident that you have polycystic ovarian syndrome,
or PCOS. We’ll get you situated with some blood work. We will test lipids,
androgens, blood sugar, and your thyroid. Then when we get the results, we’ll
talk about an action plan, one that will get deeper than the birth control and
one that will help with infertility issues.”
I couldn’t respond to her with anything other than a nod. She
dropped the word so easily, as if its effects could weigh nothing on my mind
or my future. She continued to talk and say that word, but I didn’t really
listen. How could I when she had just told me something that took away
almost everything that society said made me a woman?
Not even a month earlier I remember sitting on the sofa in my mom’s
living room. We got into the conversation of her grandchildren. The ones
that she felt entitled to get. The ones that I felt hesitant to give. My sister and
I were everything that she had lived for and she couldn’t wait to hold and
love another child.
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I wanted kids because I wanted something to love me, but I knew
that I couldn’t handle everything that came with the creation of a life. I loved
my mother. But sometimes I felt like I didn’t. I misunderstood her and took
her for granted. Sometimes I wished that I could leave the place where I
grew up and sever the ties that held me there. I loved my family, but I loved
the idea of being away from the sadness that it brought me. All the fights,
the yelling, and the crying. I knew some of it was normal, but other parts
weren’t. And I knew that if I had a child, that their feelings about me would
be just as complex as the ones that I felt for my mom. I knew that it would
crush me. I couldn’t imagine the pure love of motherhood being returned
with anything less. I was emotionally unable to let a child down in the ways
that my mother let me down.
But I told my mother that I wasn’t sure if I could give her
grandchildren because of logical reasons. I couldn’t imagine bringing a life
into a world where the economy and environment are crumbling. Our society
was filled with such hate for anyone different than ourselves. I did believe in
these things, but they didn’t scare me nearly as much as the emotional scars I
could cause.
I thought about these conversations of motherhood while sitting on
that stiff examination table. Whether or not I wanted children, it likely wasn’t
my choice. I kept reminding myself that with modern medicine there were
always miracles. I could have a child if I really wanted to. But no matter what,
I couldn’t convince myself that it was the same. I was broken in the ways I
was sure I was working.
I left the doctor’s office and sat in my rusty car. I looked out of the
window unsure whether or not it was appropriate to cry. I had already wanted
to give this part of me up, but now I was suddenly missing it. I looked
around me. Garbage lined the passenger seat. Coffee cups, receipts, and fast
food bags were everywhere. I couldn’t even take care of myself. How on
earth did I expect to take care of a baby? I felt so stupid in that tiny car.
I pulled out my phone, took a breath, and called my mom.
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